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BYALISSA AMBROSE
NYCITYNEWS SERVICE

BEFORESTARTINGtheir stretches and
poses, each student in Third Root Com-
munityHealthCenter’s small yoga studio
inFlatbush took turnssaying their name.

Some were newcomers and others al-
readykneweachother well, but everyone
participated in theweekly ritual.

These greetings are part of what make
Betsy Shapiro a regular who is loyal to
ThirdRoot.

“In other classes,” she said, “you are
oneofmany.”

“You don’t have to worry about other
people’s perceptions of you or one’s un-
derstanding,” said Shapiro of the well-
ness center, which also offers classes to
members of the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual
andTransgendercommunity.

“The other students care about one an-
otherand [the instructor] cares.”

The goal at Third Root isn’t just stron-
ger arms or perfect poses. Creating a safe,
welcoming atmosphere for every student
is equally important, said instructor Jaco-
byBallard.

A small group of health practitioners
andteachers co-own andrunThird Root,
whichopened in2008.

Their studio on Marlborough Road is
easy to miss. But inside, the small lobby is
an oasis of natural light and potted
plants.

Posters for community events, health
workshops, and even a course on “happi-
ness,”are taped to thewalls.

Medicinal herbs, used for classes on
naturalmedicine, fill plantersout front.

Instructors draw from their personal
experiences.

Incollege,Ballard wasa self-described
jock, but after enrolling in a yoga course
to fulfill a physical education credit, he
sayshisentire lifestylechanged.

He started practicing regularly, be-
came a vegetarian, and by 2004, was a
certifiedyoga instructor,he said.

In co-founding Third Root, Ballard
hoped to create a space where anyone
couldconnectonoroff themats.

“I have personally felt unwelcome in
someyogaclasses because they will say ‘if
you’re a woman do this, if your a man do
this’ andso those ofus thatare inbetween
that spectrumIdon’t really knowwhat to
do,”Ballardsaid.

Third Root class offerings have includ-

ed queer/trans yoga, pre- and postnatal
yoga, and yoga for people with “abun-
dant” bodies or geared toward survivors
ofabuse.

Ballard believes the inclusive venture
already is a success.

“I see people getting to know their
neighbors as more and more people

come into classes together,” he said.
“[Third Root] is definitely building com-
munityaroundhere.”

Third Root Community Health Center
is located at 380 Marlborough Road. Yo-
ga classes cost $12 for a drop-in, $100 for
10;$180 for20.

For more information go to
thirdroot.orgor call (718)940-9343.

UPLIFTING YOGA
– FOR
ALL!

BROOKLYN NEWS

BYAL BARBARINO
DAILYNEWS WRITER

HE’SAPINBALLwizard.
Windsor Terrace’s Francesco La Rocca

is living his childhood dream, keeping pin-
ball alive as he climbs the World Pinball
PlayerRankings.

La Rocca, 45, a former restaurant man-
ager, is ranked 254th in the world — up
from435th lastmonthand2,061st last year
— after winning a major tournament in Se-
attle in June.

Nextup is theProfessional andAmateur
Pinball Association championship next
month in Pittsburgh — widely regarded as
the superbowlofpinball— withachance to
wina topprizeof$39,000.

“My goal is to . . . spread the word about
pinball,” said La Rocca. “I like pinball be-
cause each machine reminds me of some-
thing.Even theoldestmachine is related to
some kind of show or movie or something
yougrewup with.”

As a young man, La Rocca spent his
summers working in arcades scattered
throughout Palermo, Sicily, honing his pin-
ball skills. But not long after he moved to
New York in 1996, The Arcade on Broad-
way,hispinball stompinggroundhere,was
shut down. That led to a 14-year hiatus
fromthegame.

“Ididn’t seeany morepinball—nothing,
zero. It was sad,” he said. “I stopped look-
ing.”

The dream was reborn when La Rocca
heard about the NYC Pinball League from
a friend last year and competed in March
and May 2010 to work off some rust — and
relive somememories.

In April 2010 he played in his first pro-
fessional tournament. And in April of this
year, he started his own league, the Brook-
lyn Pingolf League, which he runs from
Fratelli Brick Pizza Joint on Grand St. in
Williamsburg.

“Whenhe’splayingduring tournaments
he’s likea tyrant ,” saidEddieCramer, 48, a
fellow pinballer from Brooklyn Heights.
“Butoutside of ithe’s got thebiggestheart.”

Kris Medina, 41, a pinballer from Wood-
side, Queens, said La Rocca runs the
league 10 to 12 hours a day during tourna-
ments to attractmoreplayers.

“His passion for pinball is hard to
match,”he said.

The bing is
the thing for
pinball king

Francesco La Rocca.

Third Root Community Health Center is more than a place for a good stretch. It offers a sense
of community for those who felt uncomfortable elsewhere. Photo by Corey Sipkin/Daily News
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While Shreddy Mercury 
boasts to having “more costume 
changes than Lady Gaga,” Air-
istotle relies on his understated 
specs-appeal and lucky skinny 
jeans he’s rocked for three years.

The fi ve highest scores from 
the fi rst round move on to the 
second, where they perform to a 
surprise, compulsory song that 
they haven’t prepared. Here’s 
where the real showmanship 
and air-improv skills come 
into play. Working the crowd 
with signature stage moves like 
pelvic thrusts, tongue-wagging 
and crowd surfi ng can make or 
break a performance. 

One contestant at Brooklyn 
Bowl got top marks for pre-
tending to overdose on drugs. 

Another dashed into one of the 
lanes, where two spectators 
bowled between his legs.

The scores from both rounds 
are combined to determine the 
winner, who bags a free trip to 
perform at the 16th annual Air 
Guitar World Champion-
ships in Oulu, Finland 
(where else?) Aug. 26. 

You can bet NYC’s 
mock rockers are 
pulling out all the 
stops. Shreddy 
Mercury is poised to 
do Brooklyn proud. 

“I can assure you 
that the people of 
Chicago will walk 
away from my 
performance 

feeling as if they just saw ‘Raid-
ers of the Lost Ark’ for the fi rst 
time,” he says, “meaning they’ll 
be amazed, ecstatic, yearning 
for more and be left with an 
uncanny fear of snakes.” 

Burns is amped, too. “I spend 
a lot of time practicing my 
pelvic thrusts,” he says.

While competitive air 
guitar started as a joke, 

the artists 
certainly 
respect the 
rock gods 

they imitate. 
“Honestly, we 

all really love mu-
sic, and this is just 
so much fun,” 

says Leibowitz.

BY JOE DZIEMIANOWICZ
DAILY NEWS THEATER CRITIC

T
urns out the plate’s the 
thing.

Or at least it was Tues-
day night, when members 
of the Royal Shakespeare 

Company marveled as the 
Mets clipped the Cardinals in a 
rousing 4-2 win at Citi Field. But 
unlike the bitter feud between 
the Montagues and Capulets, 
everybody lived.

Most of the Brits — savoring a 
night off from performing at the 
Park Avenue Armory as guests 
of the Mets — knew next to zip 
about baseball.

So they were unaware that 
the return of Jose Reyes to the 
Mets’ lineup had the potential 
to reanimate a team whose 
clubhouse has been plagued by 
intrigue and injuries.

The star shortstop’s presence 
did that — just as surely as 
there’s a magical rebirth at the 
end of “The Winter’s Tale,” one 
of the plays the RSC is doing in 
repertory until Aug. 14 as part of 
the Lincoln Center Festival.

“What I know about the game 
I learned from Wii,” confessed 
Forbes Masson, who plays kindly 
Friar Laurence in a rowdy “Romeo 
and Juliet” and mopey Jaques in 
the exuberant “As You Like It.” 

More than a few of his fellow 
actors echoed that sentiment.

“Baseball is like our game of 
rounders, but for big boys and 
more complicated, right?” said 
Kelly Hunter, whose cheerful per-
sonality revealed no trace of her 
evil-eyed Goneril in “King Lear.”

True enough. But what did 
knowing the fi ne points of the 
American pastime matter, any-
way? The night was really about 
New York City-style R&R, not 
ERAs and other baseball stats.

The repertory troupe has 
spent nearly three years per-
forming together. The game was 
a chance to sideline thoughts 
of star-crossed lovers and 
banished brothers and all the 
other grim ingredients stewing in 

Shakespeare’s works.
The actors have been explor-

ing the city on their own, check-
ing out the Brooklyn Bridge, 
Governors Island and Fairway. 
The ballgame was the fi rst group 
activity — four dozen actors, 
stage management and family 
members took part — and all 
eyes were on the nine innings of 
drama. They made an enthusias-
tic bunch who took direction well. 
When electronic signs beckoned 
fans to “Make some noise,” they 
responded with heedful hoots.

Hannah Young, who plays a 
nurse in “Lear,” also relished the 
beefy ballpark franks. “I’m blown 
away,” she said. 

Meanwhile, Belfast-raised 
Jonjo O’Neill, who does double 
duty as a randy Mercutio in 
“R&J” and gets the girl as 
Orlando in “Like It,” noted that a 
few players seemed to “have had 
a few hot dogs and beers. Some 
are a little chubby.”

Like other actors, O’Neill was 
fond of waving a giant foam rub-
ber orange digit to spur on the 
team. 

“I’ve got a ginger fi nger,” 
agreed Masson, before dead-
panning: “Yes, I am a serious, 
trained, classical actor.”

A thrilling double play by the 
Mets late in the game inspired 
RSC troupe members to leap 
to their feet and high-fi ve each 
other. 

“That was brilliant,” exclaimed 
Dyfan Dwyfor, who assumed the 
role of Romeo last week, when 
Sam Troughton wrecked his knee 
during “R&J.” The Mets aren’t the 
only ones with injury woes (alas, 
poor Johan Santana, we knew 
him well).

Richard Katz plays icy Lord 
Capulet in that tragedy. He 
looked delighted as he pointed 
toward the diamond and said: 
“Now that’s exciting theater!”
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A midsummer
night’s team

intentions to the forefront in 
such a way that it demanded 
defi nitive decisions and 
choices.”

He doesn’t view his ordeal 
as a good or bad thing.

 “I see it as an accumulation 
of many, many things that were 
necessary for me to reach this 
stage of development ,” he 
refl ects. “I see everything in it 
as extremely valuable. 

“At this point, I am very 
happy that everything that 
took place did so, because the 
end result is the enjoyment of 
life, and a deeper respect and 
devotion to faith itself.” 

Martino returned to the pro-
fessional music scene in 1987 
with the album “The Return.” 
Since then he’s continued to 
play, record and tour globally. 
His illness and recovery were 
the subject of a 2008 docu-
mentary by U.K. fi lmmaker Ian 
Knox, “Martino Unstrung.” 

This year, he told his life 
story to award-winning jazz 
journalist Bill Milkowski. In 

October, the story of Martino’s 
life and music career, “Here 
and Now,” will be released by 
Backbeat Books.

“One of the key lessons of 
Pat’s story is perseverance,” 
says Milkowski. “After all the 
misdiagnoses ...  after subse-
quent brushes with death and 

subsequent hospitalizations 
— including as recently as 1998 
— he’s still living in the here 
and now.   He does precisely 
that every day, both in word 
and deed. It’s an inspiring tale 
that has taught me to appreci-
ate each day, each moment a 
little more.”

Pat Martino performing at 
Birdland in Manhattan

Category Sixx, an “Air Band,” is seen performing during 
the halftime show of the Air Guitar competition. 
Below, Tom Smolenski performing as Dean Razorback
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Shakespeare in the ballpark:  
British actors (l.-r.) Jonjo O’Neill, 
Clarence Smith, David Carr and 
James Howard cheer on the 
drama at Citi Field.
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